ALTHOUGH it has often been noted that the abolition of London's hospitals attendant upon Henry VIII's dissolution of the monasteries left a sizeable portion of the aged, indigent, and sick of that city without shelter,2 the positive benefits of this momentous act seem to have gone unnoticed. The theory that the Dissolution, by forcing London civic authorities to assume responsibility for their city's hospital care, might have set the stage for more progressive and more comprehensive hospital facilities apparently has never been suggested-let alone considered. The historian's emphasis heretofore has been on the unsympathetic king and plight of the ruthlessly dispossessed-never on the role the Dissolution might have played in initiating a great revolution in hospital care for Londoners; and hardly ever on the suggestion that such a revolution did indeed occur. What follows is an attempt to place the abolition of London's hospitals in a broader perspective: to note the positive, constructive results as well as the unfortunate; and to assess these results not only with regard to their immediate consequence, but in terms of their long-range significance as well.
England's hospitals in the two centuries before the Reformation underwent a gradual process of decay and dissolution-a process caused not from without by insensitive kings and their greedy advisers, but primarily from within by insensitive patrons and greedy hospital wardens.3 The abuses of the patrons were manifold. First, they often demanded of the recipient hospital immediate board and lodging for themselves and frequently for their favourites as well-an often excessive burden on the usually very limited XQuoted in W.K. JORDAN, The Charities ofLondon, 1480-1660, London, George Allen & Unwin, B. G. Gale resources of the hospital. Second, they often rewarded aged or incapacitated members of their households with permanent maintenance at the hospital-still more taxing, one may suspect, because of the often lengthy nature of the obligation. Third, and perhaps most debilitating of all, the patrons showed a singular indifference and neglectfulness in their selection of the chief administrator of the hospital, the warden, who seems quite often to have become addicted to wholesale thievery." Examples of warden mismanagement and outright theft were numerous. In the fourteenth century at the hospital at Gloucester, for instance, pensions, jewels, corn, and even beds were reported having been sold.5 At St. Leonard's Hospital in Derby, a complaint was made in 1348 that the warden 'neglects the duties ofthe wardenship and has dissipated and consumed the goods and alienated the lands to the great decay of the hospital'. 
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The Dissolution and the Revolution in London Hospital Facilities At St. Thomas's Hospital, London, corruption was rife. On 4 July 1538, two years before the institution was surrendered to the king, one of the brethren, Robert Mory, was examined before the Justice of the Peace, Robert Acton, presumably after some complaint had been made concerning the loss of hospital property. Mory testified:
'Before the robbery of church plate the Master of the Hospital [Richard Mabott] sold two silver parcel gilt basins, a silver holy water stoup and sprinkler, a pair of silver candlesticks, parcel gilt, a silver parcel gilt censer, a pair of silver parcel gilt cruets, saying, "the world is naught, let us take while we may." Mabott then gave Mory £5 as the latter's portion of the loot.13
In London the Dissolution put an end to the medieval hospital system, without, however, providing for any new system to take its place. Numerous aged and sick people were, as a result, deprived of shelter. Many were probably taken in by friends and relatives, but still others were left to languish in the streets. London civic authorities were forced either to establish a new system of hospital care or put up with what was swiftly becoming a public scandal.
In B. G. Gale advantage in bargaining from the King to the City, 'which had helped him with men, with money, and with its credit, pledged for the repayment of large sums advanced by continental financiers'.18 Just before Henry sailed for Boulogne in 1544 he refounded St. Bartholomew's Hospital along semi-religious lines. This organization the City found unsatisfactory. In December 1545, the Common Council appointed a committee to provide for the relief of the poor and the sick."" Its negotiations with Henry ended, with the latter on his death-bed, in the comprehensive agreement (Letters-Patent dated 13 January 1547)20 whereby St. Bartholomew and Bethlehem hospitals, along with most of their property, were transferred to the City. The churches, lands, and buildings within the precincts of the Grey friars were also made over, as were the rectorial income and churches of two adjacent parishes. The citizens, in return, were required to contribute 500 marks annually towards the maintenance of the hospitals, make proper provisions for religious services in the areas concerned, and devote the remaining revenues to the relief of the poor.
Meanwhile the City had been preparing the way for the creation of three more London hospitals. Late in Henry's reign, the premises of the suppressed St. Thomas's Hospital had been purchased from the Crown, and in 1552 the refurbished institution was reopened for patients. 
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The Dissolution and the Revolution in London Hospital Facilities the hospital to hold manorial courts and to inspect the standard of husbandry on the hospital's farms.26 But the governors offered more than just free time and advicethey were willing to donate their money as well. For example, in 1577 ten dozen quilts were needed for the patients. One governor offered to supply twenty while six others promised to supply ten each; later in the same year five more governors also promised ten each. 27 Second, the new hospital system was characterized by a quite considerable expansion in the scope, and improvement in the quality, of medical facilities. What appears to have been the rather haphazard, unsystematic organization of the old hospital system was replaced by the diversified and comprehensive organization of the new. For example, each hospital in the new system was designed to meet the particular needs of the various patient populations of the City. Bethlehem was to care for the insane; St. Bartholomew's for the general sick; St. Thomas's for the permanently infirm (mostly geriatric); the orphan poor were to be fed, clothed, and educated at Christ's; and at Bridewell, vagabonds and other undeserving were to be made to work. The increase was more impressive at St. Bartholomew's. There prior to the Dissolution seven small benefactions totalling £10 were noted in the period 1480-1540; in the brief interval [1547] [1548] [1549] [1550] there was a total of fifteen benefactions amounting to £289 lOs. Thus in a period twenty times as short almost thirty times as much money had been given. In the next decade scores of gifts were given, the total reaching £1897 12s.86 At Christ's Hospital the record of benefactions was most impressive. London tradesmen, shopkeepers, and burghers literally poured money into this institution. By 1610 the gifts and bequests made for its endowment had reached the considerable sum of £45,999 6s.; by 1630, £58,317 15s.37 After the establishment of the new secular hospital complex, benefactions to the hospitals seem to have become part of the wealthy Londoner's way of life. 'From 1560 onwards', Professor Jordan has noted, 'the tradition was well established that every London merchant of substance left at least something to one or more of the London hospitals.'-" Thus, viewed in this broader perspective, the Dissolution may be seen to have had, overall, a positive, constructive affect upon the state of London's hospitals, instead of the bleakly negative one that is so often pictured.
